










Action Research in a Project Environment
The project environment is often referred to as a ‘temporary organisation’ where social interactions occur to deliver projects. The aim of a project is to deliver a unique outcome that solves a problem for a client within a specified time frame. Action research, with its foundations in social enquiry, provides a complimentary approach to solving problems using iterative feedback cycles. In both project management and action research there are prescribed cycles to conceptualise, plan, implement, and close the work being undertaken. These action research cycles suggest a linear or single-loop approach, as in the application of the project management methods of the PMBOK, PRINCE2, and Logframe. However, the action research approach can also include multiple cycles of problem solving activity to address a research issue, which is represented in the overlapping cycles of the Agile project management method.  

The action research cycle is based on a continuous feedback loop that requires ‘actors’ to plan, act, observe, and reflect to be able to identify and then manage variations. The ‘actors’, or project managers, are involved in this collaborative inquiry to work systematically to evaluate their actions through a self-reflective spiral that informs future action cycles and also ‘spin-off’ cycles. These action research cycles can also be defined by the type of research project. For example, if the outcome is known, a technical approach may be appropriate; if the project drives the action then a practical approach may be required; and if all participants play a role then the research project may be defined as critical.

The subjective interpretation of information in action research, as with project management, can be classified as ‘idiographic’ as the work undertaken may not be objective, although interpretation of data and experiences can rely on multiple sources of information. The project manager and the action researcher have an opportunity to then test and explain any emerging deviations or themes that may contradict expected outcomes and prior analysis of data. 

Project Management History
Project management was described in terms of ‘scientific management’ in the late 1800s when early workflow tools were introduced. Throughout the early 1900s a series of refinements were made to these tools and by the 1970s the Project Office emerged to provide much needed oversight. In the 1980s there was a wider acceptance of managing strategic and organisational change through project management methodologies which required a refocus on stakeholder identification, environmental impacts and lifecycle costing. The acceleration of change in the 1990s, driven by the introduction of the personal computer, provided the technology to manage a variety of project types across organisations. In the 2000s the development of global strategic alliances provided an opportunity to collaborate across industry and geographical boundaries. 

Project Management Methods
To manage a project, the project manager can use several different project management methods, as is the case for the action researcher when deciding on the most appropriate type of action research method for their research. The selection of an appropriate project management method depends on the type of project, the organisational mandate or the project managers’ preferred method, or a combination of several methods. The four project management methods that are most commonly espoused by governments, professional associations and industry include: ‘A Guide to the Project Management Body of Knowledge’ (PMBOK Guide); ‘PRojects IN Controlled Environments 2’ (PRINCE2); the ‘Logical Framework Approach’ (LFA or Logframe); and ‘Agile Project Management’. 
	PMBOK® Guide
The PMBOK® Guide, now in its 4th edition, was first published in 1996 by the Project Management Institute (PMI) and describes a set of standard project management terms, processes and knowledge areas. The processes describe how a project is: initiated; planned; executed; monitored and controlled; and closed. The knowledge areas define a project according to the elements of: integration; scope; time; cost; quality; human resources; communications; risk; and procurement. During the management of a project, the PMBOK® Guide provides an outline for the: inputs; tools and techniques; and outputs for each of the nine knowledge areas.

	PRINCE2
The basis of the PRINCE2 method was developed by the UK Government in 1989 for Information Technology projects, and was further developed into a generic project management method in 1996. The PRINCE2 method is based on seven processes that describe a project in terms of: start up; initiation; direction; controlling stages; managing stage boundaries; managing product delivery; and project closure. The techniques described in the PRINCE2 method include: product based planning; change control; and quality review. Within these processes the PRINCE2 method espouses principles that include the: business case; organisation; quality; plans; risk; and change progress. In addition, themes cover: continued business justification; learning from experience; defined roles and responsibilities; manage by stages; manage by exception; focus on products; and tailor to suit the project environment.

	Logframe
Logframe (LF) is a document that is used within the Logical Framework Approach (LFA) project method that was introduced in 1969 for the United States Agency for International Development to design, monitor and evaluate international development projects. To measure the progress of a project, the Logframe relies on a ‘temporal logic model’ which requires the project manager to first identify then connect project classifications. These project classifications include the Description; Objectively Verifiable Indicators (OVI); Means of Verification (MoV) based on the OVI’s; and positive or negative Assumptions according to the projects goal, purpose, outputs, and activities.

	Agile Project Management
The Agile project management method evolved in the 1990’s from a reaction against highly regulated software development project management methods from the 1970’s such as the Waterfall Development Model. The Agile method relies on collaboration between cross-functional teams that self organise to rapidly respond to change when determining requirements for software development and engineering projects. This method is iterative and requires a flexible approach to overlap project phases when deliverables have been completed, often in very short timeframes. In direct contrast, the Waterfall Development Model, adapted from the manufacturing and construction industries, follows a sequential order of project phases where each preceding phase must be completed before moving to the next phase. 
Re-thinking Project Management
An increased level of project complexity saw the acceleration of project failures, suggesting that the traditional project management tools and methodologies were inadequate. In 2006 a prominent project management research initiative was undertaken to identify how to manage project complexity and increase project success. A Network of academics and senior practitioners from private, public and volunteer organizations in the UK, Canada, Europe, the US and Australia was formed to undertake this research in response to the concerns of project managers in the areas of project complexity, social process, value creation, project conceptualisation and practitioner development.  To include input from a wide range of perspectives, a learning system model was adopted by the Network to set the research agenda using a process of inquiry.  The concept of organised sensemaking was used to establish how formal meetings and additional work would focus on the core areas of concern. The iterative research cycles, representative of an action research approach, provided the Network with a framework in which to produce papers on the perceived issues and themes from the meetings. Three key directions were identified and presented in the form of theories about, for and in the practice of project management. These directions provided recommendations on how to deliver value using social practices in a project context.

The processes and methods used to manage a project can be applied when undertaking an action research project. In setting up an action research project the researcher will need to understand the organisational context when identifying and working with research participants and validation groups. Agreement on how the research will be undertaken and a common language needs to be established before a plan to do the research is agreed. The plan will need to include: the scope of the research project; where information will be sourced; who will work on the project at various times; how the project will be financed; and a schedule of when the work will be done. Confidentiality needs to be assured in the collection, use of, storage and retrieval of the data. The design of an appropriate action research method needs to be guided by an existing framework that is flexible to allow for changes after a review or intervention has occurred. At the conclusion of the action research project, the researcher needs to have the resources to analyse and document the findings and provide an evaluation of the project to document future improvements and areas for further research. 

The process of undertaking an action research project described above is not dissimilar to the process that a project manager would follow to deliver a project. The social interactions and interventions that a project manager uses to achieve an agreed outcome with the client follows a method selected to suit the type of project and context. Agreement with the client on the scope of work and the resources that will be engaged to complete the project set the framework for delivering an agreed outcome. The project manager will negotiate the budget and time, balanced against the expectations of quality, at the same time ensuring the communications are appropriately managed. When change occurs the project manager will assess the impact based on the agreed risk tolerance and throughout the project will keep the validation group, often referred to as a Steering Committee, informed of progress and seek advice as required. When the project has been delivered a review and evaluation of the outcomes will be captured and recommendations made for future projects.

Both project management and action research aim to solve real-world problems using iterative cycles of action and reflection through a collaborative and appropriate method. Therefore, action researchers and project managers may benefit from sharing and comparing their respective approaches to the management of their work. The increased level of complexity in projects and the need to provide a higher level of clarity around the action research process suggests an overlap in these two practices. 
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